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YOUR LIGHT HAS COME                           Isaiah 60:1-6; Matthew 2:1-12 
n     a sermon by Mel Williams 
n     Watts Street Baptist Church 
n     January 8, 2006 (Epiphany Sunday) 
Last Sunday at the church door following the worship service, Alice Tumblin said to me, “I have a suggestion.  Please help us understand what salvation means.” 
Alice’s suggestion came from the words of Simeon’s prayer, when he held the baby Jesus and said, “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, for my eyes have seen your salvation.”  Today as we celebrate Epiphany, I want to reflect on this question of salvation.  How is Jesus connected with our salvation? 
Last week I tried to say that salvation is both personal and social.  It involves both one’s personal relationship with God and our relationship with all God’s children and the creation around us. 
Today on Epiphany Sunday, we have the wonder-full story—the filled-with-wonder story!—of the Wise Men coming to see the baby Jesus.  This is the story of three kings we saw today re-enacting their experience of seeing the star in the east and coming to offer gifts to the child Jesus.  They have followed the star because they received an epiphany, a revelation, of Jesus as the one who has come to shepherd the people of Israel---and to show the way to salvation. 
The Wise Men came “from the east,” so they represent the spreading of the word of Jesus beyond the boundaries of Israel.  When they followed that crazy star, they were responding to the prophecy of Isaiah, “Arise, shine, for your light has come.” 
Your light has come.  What is the nature of this light that has come?  If Jesus brings us salvation, what is the nature of that gift? 
The basic idea of salvation is deliverance from danger or evil.  (Mercer Dictionary of the Bible)  But salvation is first of all not a doctrine.  It’s an experience. (Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking) When I was a kid growing up in a traditional Baptist church, the question we frequently heard was, “Are you saved?”  In some ways, it was a peculiar question, based on the assumption that we were somehow lost in sin until we made a decision to follow Jesus.  Then we experienced salvation.  We moved from darkness to light.  We were “saved.”  
But saved from what?  The simple answer was that we were saved from a sinful life, from the danger of sin---which is whatever separates us from God.  But Jesus died for our sin, to forgive us from our sin; and when we accept Jesus as savior, we are saved from our sin.  Years ago I asked a wise old teacher, “What are we saved from?”  He replied in his gravely voice. “We are saved from indirection and wrong purpose.”  I like that!  In this sense, salvation is a great grace in our lives---undeserved, unmerited grace. 
But there is more to learn, more light to shine on this salvation question. 
Some Christians find the question “Are you saved?” to be puzzling.  I have a Catholic priest friend who told me that he was once asked that question, “Are you saved?,” and he said “I don’t understand the question.  I know that I’m already united with God.  I have always been united with God.” 
If God loves us with amazing grace, then it may be more accurate to say that we are already “saved,” that is, we are already united with God.  The problem is that we don’t believe it.  (Richard Rohr)  Salvation is God’s initiative.  God has already pursued us, claimed us, loved us.  Our task is to become aware of what already exists.   When we wake up to the reality, when we become aware that God is intimately bonded with us in covenant, then we begin to grasp “salvation.”  
Paul Tillich said that when the light breaks on us (the epiphany light), we may hear ourselves say, “It hit me that I am accepted.”  The language “It hit me” refers to revelation, to an epiphany.  When we can finally accept our acceptance by God, we have the assurance, the confidence, that we are at one with God.  We are united with God.  God is not far off in the distance; God is as near to us as our own breathing.  In this sense, salvation is a deep, direct knowing that you are loved and accepted---that you are rooted and grounded in God’s love. 
So the first task of the spiritual life is coming to awareness that we are rooted and grounded in God, who is the ground of our being---God “in whom we live and move and have our being.”  (Acts17:28)  The light of God is all around us---if we have eyes to see.  Our job then is to align ourselves with the grace and goodness of God---that has already been given to us. 
In this sense, in the story of the Wise Men, their following the star represents their coming to awareness of God’s presence, God’s revelation, God’s salvation in the child Jesus. 
But the harsh part of the Epiphany story is that the one who is threatened by the baby Jesus is Herod, the president of the country, the one who held political and economic power. 
Why was he threatened?  He perceived that this baby would have power. This baby would threaten his control of the people.  In other words, this baby represented the giving of new power---new life, salvation -- to the people.  The people of that day were oppressed---mistreated, heavily taxed and force to live as virtual slaves.  Herod thought the baby would grow up to free the slaves and overturn his power. 
And Herod was right!  The salvation God offers in the baby Jesus is a total salvation---not only a personal spiritual tingle in your insides, but a restoration of the dignity and economic well-being of the people, the group. 
Salvation then is both personal and social.  Salvation is God’s way of lifting the people out of any darkness that robs us of fullness of life.  
Salvation for me comes near to the meaning of “shalom,” the rich Hebrew word which means wholeness, peace, well-being for every person and all creation.  That means that our salvation is based on our intimate covenant relationship with God, but it’s also linked with a strong connection and commitment to those who are excluded---the poor and the oppressed.  The salvation Jesus came to announce included a deep concern for “the least of these,” the least privileged among us.  God wants to give us salvation, to restore all of us to wholeness and well-being. 
Salvation is God’s gift.  Salvation means that God brings us to a spacious place---not a confining, restrictive place.  God’s salvation brings us to a place of freedom and focus.  Salvation is a spacious place where we are free to be all we’re created to be.  In this spacious place, we find focus---a focus on God alone, a focus on being with God and loving God.  With focus on God in this spacious place, we are free to live by God’s agenda of love and compassion and justice and peace. 
In this spacious place (salvation place), we continue to deepen our love for God and to deepen our longing to serve as agents of God’s justice and peace.  As we live out our faith, we see that salvation is really an ongoing process.  We are being saved all our life as we continue to follow the light at Bethlehem. 
In this spacious place of freedom and focus, we find great grace and goodness.  And for this salvation, we know whom to thank. 
Sing it three times:  Arise, shine, your light has come! 
Amen. 
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